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EASTLAKE: AT HOME AND ABROAD

WILLIAM EASTLAKE looks younger with his hat on, which is to say most of
the time; but it is a question whether he does not look better with his hat
off-his sensitive aquiline features and receding hairline resemble William Shakespeare's. Yet, somehow, the flat-erowned sombrero (which he
wears with denim jeans even in his New York publisher's office) seems to
fit him. Somewhere along the line, and not too long ago, he picked up the
notion that faded denim is the proper cloth for a man. Some of his Navajo
friends wear jewelry, velvet blouses, and bind their long hair. That's all
right with him and, probably under their influence, he sometimes sports a ..
huge ring with chunks of raw turquoise mying out like a sun. Whether riding or walking, Eastlake wears cowboy boots too. He says his feet have gotten used to the steel shanks built into the arches.
Easy in the saddle, Bill keeps horses in good condition. He always has a
string and they are real cow ponies, some rough, but all mettlesome. He
never pays much for one, and, if it meets his standards for conformation
and liveliness, Bill will overlook other idiosyncmcies. In nine years he has
had on his high ranch a mile north of Cuba, New Mexico, at least a dozen.
He keeps trading up and shifting around. During this time he has owned
only one registered quarter horse. That orie he got because it had something wrong he was able to doctor. But all his horses must be hot-blooded.
This summer a horse he was riding slipped on a side hill and rolled on him,
breaking three of his nDs and puncturing a lung. After two months of home l
care, a time Bill improved by putting finishing touches on his current novel .
and planning the next, he was up on the ~e horse, wheeling around barrels at the dead gallop to make the animal more surefooted.
As a cowman Bill is an amateur-his best crop is still manuscript-but he
has ntised cattle, and in a good year for grass, made enough money on beef
for a frugal living. He is very fond of animals and once had a redbone
hound that ran deer, baying over the ridge -of mountains for an arc of
twenty miles in a matter of minutes. The Eastlakes always have a house
dog or two.
MoSt of his neighboring friends are Spanish-American mnchers that Bill
talks to in their own language. Frequently under scrutiny in his books,
there are quite a few Navajos in his close neighboring group of friends.
When he goes to see other writers he has to travel, occasionally dropping
in on authors when on a shopping trip to Albuquerque or on an excursion
to Taos or Santa Fe. Some are invited up to his mnch for weeks at a time.
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Julian Huxley was one house guest, Arnold Weinstein, the poet-playwright,
another; Robert Creeley, the poet, has stayed there too; and many others.
Bill's social approach is direct, with no respect for polite evasion. On
meeting a charming Southerner he quickly raised the race question and
aborted what might have developed into further acquaintance. From a
business man in Juarez he wanted to know right away how Mexicans feel
about Fidel Castro. If he does not like the answers to his direct questions
he will let the answerer know, bluntly, but without animus. This, perhaps,
is part of his technique as a writer: closing with the problem of personality
even to probing sensitive nerves. Bill makes friends as well as enemies this
way, but he rarely settles for less than sincere, and strong, reactions.
Eastlake was born in Brooklyn in 1917 but does not remember the place
because his family moved that year to Caldwell, New Jersey. His father,
now retired and living in Phoenix, was for many years an electrical engineer
with the Consolidated Edison Company. His only brother, Gordon, two
years his senior, inherited some of their father's mechanical-electrical bent
and while still in short pants, constructed a car driven by a huge, handmade propeller. Such achievements left the future cowboy-writer completely cold.
When Bill was scarcely old enough for school, he was sent to Bonnie
Brae, an Episcopalian boarding school in nearby Liberty Comers, and continued there nearly through high school. Then he was judged big enough
to come home and take care of hiinself. This unique school held to the
theory that boys should learn useful work early, and operated a farm. The
boys were assigned chores early in the morning,and after'school. Bill's most
vivid childhood memories center around his school. "Little Joe," the first
story he sold to an American magazine, a story that has been anthologized
more than once since, draws from these memories. In his next projected
book, to be called "Underground Man is the Master," he plans an expansion of the '4Little Joe" character.
The only encouragement writer William Eastlake received at school for
his writing, ended disastrously. A teacher admired a theme he wrote as a
sixth grader and was going to read it to the class. Bill says his penmanship
and spelling were.so bad that on this second attempt th<; teacher encountered grave difficulties in reading the paper aloud. She finaUy became so
incensed that she tore it up..Bill was deeply humiliated and actually attributes to this traumatic experience part of the drive that finally did make him
a successful writer.
At the height of the Depression the boy finished high school in Caldwell
with few prospects but much self-confidence. At this time, admittedly, he
had little ambition but a lively curiosity and lust for adventure. He decided
to become a hobo. Bill left home, rode rods, thumbed rides, and took work
where he could find it. One of his more exalted jobs for a short while was
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as a radio announcer for station WSUN in St. Petersburg, Florida. The
jobs scaled from that eminence down to picking beans as a harvest hand in
Old Mexico. Finally he settled down as a clerk in book stores in Los Angeles. It was like coming home. The best shop was the last he worked forStanley Rose's. It was there he met Dreiser, Nathanael.West, and Saroyan,
and learned that authors were human beings. There too he met ¥artha
Simpson, whom he married. She was a painter who had studied in France;
Stanley Rose hung a show for her in his shop. Rose, a colorful businessman
and no artist himself, was a great admirer and patron of the arts. He believed in both Martha and Bill, whom he called "The Kids," and he. liked
Bill's writing attempts, the first real encouragement Bill had ever received.
In 1942, Eastlake joined the army. He soldiered at Camps Ord and
Roberts in California 'and White in Oregon and was in an M.P. company
at first, but when the shooting war commenced, transferred to a replacement group, went to England, and to France on the second wave of the
invasion. He says that when the army was finally scraping the bottom of .
the barrel for replacements they sent him uP' into the line. He saw action
in France and in Belgium, and finally, as a platoon leader, was wounded in
the Battle of the Bulge. First he was sent from field and base hospitals to
one in England, then to Staten Island, and at last to Van Nuys, California,
where he was given a medical discharge. His novel to be published this
winter, Castle Keep, is the outcome of this war experience.
When Bill got out of the army, an army buddy who also aspired to write, .
sent word from Switzerland that he had received financial backing for a
small literary magazine and invited Bill to join him as coeditor. The Eastlakes went to Switzerland. Bill's first story appeared in the first and only
issue of that magazine. The wealthy backer had a change of heart and withdrew his financial support. Not too discouraged, the couple moved on to
Paris which Martha knew well from student days. Bill studied the French
language and history at the Alliance Fran~se for a semester, financed under the G.I. Bill.
While on a vacation in Italy Martha was called home by illness in the
family, leaving Bill alone. At the Hotel Ingleterra iq Rome, Bill met an
Israeli who (sub rosa) was recruiting men to help his countrymen in their
struggle against the Arabs. Eastlake took only a detached interest in the
machinations but talked literature with this man and, through him, met
the acting Israeli ambassador who shared his admiration for Thomas
Wolfe. The ambassador told Bill that his talents were needed in Israel and
that he would give him a letter that would get him a job writing propaganda. This seemed like an adventure and, unofficially, Bill was spirited out of
Italy to Haifa. From there he was transported by truck to Beersheba and,
instead of writing propapanda, was put to work teaching foreign legion recruits the use and care of. weapons. The work interested him so he con.
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tinued automatically following orders; but after two months, when he was
put on boring border guard duty, he decided to use the letter the ambassador had given him. The letter. brought him back to headquarters.
Returning to California, he continued to write and, gradually, to sell his
stories. While he was building a literary reputation, in order to earn money
to enable him to continue writing, he borrowed money and bought an estate near Van Nuys, built small houses on the grounds according to plans
drawn up by Martha, and sold the houses.
During the early fifties, when they could, they visited Martha's brother,
the paleontologist, George Gaylord Simpson, at ,his summer ranch, Los
Pinavetes, at La Jara,. high up in the Jemez Mountains. Dr. Simpson, for
years department head of the American Museum of Natural History, is
now at Harvard. It was through the Simpsons that the Eastlakes became
increasingly intrigued with the land and lore of New Mexico. To live here
soon became a dream and an objective. They looked at many ranches in
different parts of the state and finally found what they wanted in 1955 off
the main road north of Cuba-4°O acres split by a deep arroyo with a creek
feeding the Rio Puerco. Rare in New Mexico, this creek mns almpst constantly. Their ranch is not more than twenty minutes away from La Jara
and the Simpsons. It is a beautiful situation, interesting for ancient Indian
remains and a petrified jungle of palms, blocks of which form one wall. of
the house they remodeled andfumished charmingly, preserving the rustic
ranch-house atmosphere. As decorations, good modem paintings vie with
antique santos. They have also built a studio and a guest house.
Sometimes the Eastlakes miss city life. Yet when offered opportunities
of living elsewhere, Bill turns them down. When the snow gets deep in the
Jemez they do however, usually get east or west to the coast, sometimes to
Mexico. This winter they intend to take a freighter trip to somewhere. Last
year Bill was granted a Ford Fellowship at an experimental theater in San
Francisco, the Actors Workshop. These grants are made to outstanding
writers to observe techniques of theatrical production with the hope that
they may contribute plays. Eastlake is interested in the theater and has had .
a couple of one-act plays produced experimentally.
With his work for the grant in San Fnmcisco finished in March and with '
his own ranch still leased to a teacher, the Eastlakes decided to spend the
rest of the winter in Mexico. Bill, homesick for the Jemez, stuck it out in
Mazatlan for only a week and then returned and moved into the Simpsons'
vacant ranch. There they were snowed in and had to pack out miles for
supplies. Bill did not mind it. For William Eastlake the high, lonesome
country he has been writing about is really home. <
Castle Keep will appear on Simon and Schuster's spnng list.
-Richard C. Angell
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